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We have already identified several 

areas of potential cooperation, such as 
tearing down trade barriers in places 
such as Europe and the Pacific, build-
ing jobs with comprehensive progrowth 
tax simplification, and working to pre-
vent cyber attacks. On each of these 
issues, the President has previously 
sent some positive signals. Now we 
need some constructive engagement. 

We will be looking for signs of that in 
the speech he delivers tonight. 

What I hope is that he presents some 
positive, bipartisan ideas of his own 
that can pass the Congress Americans 
just voted for. Give us new ideas to pre-
vent Iran from becoming a country 
with nuclear weapons or to confront 
the threats posed by terrorism or to re-
move regulations that hurt struggling 
coal families. Challenge us with truly 
serious, realistic reforms that focus on 
growth and raising middle-class in-
comes—reforms that don’t just spend 
more money we don’t have. And if the 
President is ready for a new beginning 
beyond canceled health plans and par-
tisan executive overreach, work with 
us to pursue an achievement that his-
tory will actually remember. Reach 
across the aisle to allow us to save and 
strengthen Medicare. Cooperate with 
both parties to save Social Security. 
The President should tell America his 
plan for responsible reforms that aim 
to balance the budget and not just 
more tired tax hikes. 

Achieving important reforms such as 
these would represent a win for hard- 
working families. It would deliver the 
kind of commonsense progress Ameri-
cans deserve. 

So we welcome the President to-
night. We look to his address with in-
terest. If the President is ready to play 
offense, then we urge him to join the 
new Congress in playing offense on be-
half of the American people. 

f 

RECOGNITION OF THE ACTING 
MINORITY LEADER 

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The Sen-
ator from Illinois is recognized. 

f 

NEW IDEAS FOR AMERICA 

Mr. DURBIN. Mr. President, tonight 
President Obama will deliver his State 
of the Union Address to outline his 
plan to make life better for middle-in-
come families and those struggling in 
our strengthening economy. I have 
heard from both sides—Democrats and 
Republicans—the lament that even 
though many hard-working families 
are doing their best and businesses are 
more profitable because our workers 
are more productive, a lot of families 
don’t see it in their paychecks. They 
struggle from paycheck to paycheck to 
pay for the basics in life. So we have to 
ask ourselves: What will we do about 
this? Will we do anything? 

I worry that the comments just made 
by the majority leader suggest that he 
is relying on faith alone—faith in our 
free market system; faith in the belief 

that if we have an expanding economy, 
which we do, and if we have profit-
ability in corporations, which we do, 
that it will translate into a better 
standard of living for working families. 
Well, it may be an article of faith, but 
it is one that can be challenged because 
that is exactly what has been hap-
pening in America for years. The econ-
omy has been growing, and we have 
seen an increase in jobs for 58 straight 
months. At the same time, we have 
noted that working families across 
America don’t see any change in their 
lives. They don’t see any income 
change. 

Then we look at the reality. The re-
ality shows that the gap between the 
rich and poor in America just grows 
larger and larger. We can talk sepa-
rately about the compensation for 
CEOs and corporations. It is reaching 
record levels—far beyond the excesses 
of previous moments in American eco-
nomic history. 

What we are finding is that people at 
the very top of the corporate ladder are 
taking out more money from the econ-
omy than the workers who are gener-
ating the profits they are gleaning. 
That is not right. The President is 
going to challenge us to get beyond 
faith in our free market system to good 
works by Congress. He is going to talk 
about specifics—ideas the average fam-
ily can understand and appreciate, 
such as the earned income tax credit. 
Here is an effort to say if you are work-
ing, we will make sure that your tax 
burden gives you a break so that you 
have additional money for your family 
to pay for daycare for the kids, to 
make certain you can pay for the util-
ity bills and the basics of life. I have 
joined with SHERROD BROWN of Ohio. 
We want to try to make the earned in-
come tax credit available to more and 
more working Americans so we can 
supplement their income as they strug-
gle to get by paycheck to paycheck. 
That is one of the first ideas we can 
pursue. 

The second initiative the President 
will address is college affordability. 
There are plenty of critics of the Presi-
dent’s plan, but I think he has put his 
finger on reality. We can no longer be 
satisfied by saying it is the responsi-
bility of our society to provide edu-
cation from kindergarten through the 
grade 12. That doesn’t reflect the re-
ality of work today. In just a few 
years, more than a third of the jobs 
across America will require a college 
degree. What are we doing to prepare 
the workforce in America for 21st cen-
tury requirements when it comes to 
education? Now, we know what is hap-
pening. More and more students are 
getting deeper and deeper in debt, and 
many are dropping out because of it. 
Those who finish and earn a diploma 
are saddled with a debt which changes 
their lives. President Obama has said: 
Let us start moving forward to make 2 
years of community college a commit-
ment in America for those students 
who are in need, No. 1, and No. 2, are 

willing to meet the standards. And the 
standards are graduation within 3 
years. 

I look at some of the comments made 
in criticism of this, and they overlook 
the second part of the President’s pro-
posal—that part which demands that 
those students perform in order to re-
ceive assistance from our government 
in paying for community college. 

We have to look at a new model in 
America—in Arkansas, in Illinois, and 
across America—that is a K–14 model. 
That is reality. Certainly, we have to 
improve the K–12 performance. When 
two-thirds of community college stu-
dents in many States, including my 
own, come to community colleges not 
performing at the 12th grade level, 
there is work to be done in the lower 
grades. But let’s assume the obvious: If 
people want a good-paying job in the 
future, they need additional training. 
The affordable place to go is a commu-
nity college, and we ought to make 
that a pathway that is affordable for 
every dedicated, hard-working student 
and their family. 

That isn’t all. The President also ac-
knowledges and will acknowledge to-
night the reality of the housing mar-
ket. Since 2009, our housing market in 
America has been recovering from a re-
cession. Home building has more than 
doubled, yielding a lot of jobs for con-
struction workers. Home prices are 
going back up. Millions of families 
whose home value was less than what 
they owed on their mortgage are now 
turning the corner. But for many 
Americans, buying a home is still out 
of reach. The President plans to reduce 
the FHA mortgage insurance premiums 
which is going to help responsible 
Americans afford a home. 

We need faith in our free market but 
good works by Congress when it comes 
to these essentials. The President is 
also going to propose a Healthy Fami-
lies Act. Here is something that gets to 
the reality of life for working Ameri-
cans. It would provide for businesses 
with 15 or more employees up to 7 paid 
sick days each year. You might say to 
yourself: What is a business going to do 
with people taking 7 days off in sick 
leave? 

What we found is if the employer will 
stand behind the employees when it 
comes to the basics such as sick leave, 
they will get more loyalty and more 
performance from those employees. 
That is a fair trade. It is one the Presi-
dent will propose this evening. 

I would say to the majority leader 
and those who share his position, faith 
in the free market is a good thing but 
not enough. We need to step in and 
make sure we have faith in working 
families, faith in the belief that if they 
can improve their lot in life, if their 
struggle paycheck to paycheck is 
somehow lessened, we are all going to 
be better off for it. I support the Presi-
dent’s message this evening and look 
forward to hearing it delivered. 
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CUBA 

Mr. DURBIN. On a separate topic, 
late last night I returned from Havana, 
Cuba, with Senator PATRICK LEAHY, 
Senator STABENOW, Senator WHITE-
HOUSE, Congressman VAN HOLLEN, and 
Congressman WELCH of Vermont. It 
was a whirlwind trip. 

In a matter of 2 days we had a num-
ber of visits with a variety of different 
people in Havana. They included gov-
ernment officials. Bruno Rodriguez, 
who is the Foreign Minister of the 
Cuban Government; we had a lengthy 
meeting with him yesterday. 

We had a meeting with about 10 dif-
ferent Ambassadors to Cuba from for-
eign countries. We met as well with a 
dozen reformers or dissidents, oppo-
nents of the current Castro regime in 
Cuba, and had individual meetings with 
ministries. This was a productive and 
important delegation trip, important 
because starting tomorrow we are 
going to have face-to-face negotiations 
in Havana between the United States 
and Cuba pursuant to President 
Obama’s December 17 announcement. 
We are setting out to change the for-
eign policy of the United States as it 
regards Cuba. It is time for change. 

For over 50 years we have been com-
mitted to a policy of exclusion, believ-
ing if we had embargoes and blockades 
we could force internal change in Cuba. 
The policy failed. The Castro brothers 
still reign, and life in Cuba is not what 
we want to see. 

What the President has said is let’s 
engage them at a different level, a con-
structive level where we try to find 
ways to open the Cuban economy and 
Cuban society. That, to me, is the best 
course. It isn’t just a theory that is the 
best course, it has been proven. 

When the Soviet Empire came to an 
end, what happened to the Warsaw 
Pact nations allied with the Soviet 
Union? They opened their doors to the 
West, they saw what they could antici-
pate to be part of their life in the fu-
ture, and they made the conscious 
choice to move toward democracy, to 
move toward a free market economy. I 
think the same can happen in Cuba. 

One young man came to speak to us. 
He had gotten in trouble because he 
challenged the Cuban Government. 
They put him back on a pig farm to 
work, but he was still determined to 
aspire to a better place in Cuba in the 
future. He said to us: What President 
Obama’s announcement has done is to 
pull the blanket off the caged bird in 
Cuba. Those of us who live in Cuba are 
still in the cage of communism, but we 
can see out now about opportunities 
and a future. That, I believe, is part of 
what the President’s new policy is all 
about. 

When we were discussing our current 
blockade with Cuba with their leader-
ship, we learned that powdered milk 
comes to Cuban citizens from New Zea-
land—halfway around the world—when 
there is an ample supply in the United 
States. What we are trying to do is to 
not only open the Cuban economy to 

powdered milk but to the power of 
ideas, the exchange of values, the belief 
that if the Cuban people see a better 
model for their future, they will gravi-
tate toward that model. 

This negotiation which opens this 
week is the beginning of this conversa-
tion. The President is moving in areas 
of trade and travel, as we hope he will 
do, to expand these opportunities, but 
we have to do our part in Congress. As 
contentious and spirited as the debate 
may be about changing our policy in 
Cuba, it wasn’t that long ago that we 
stood on the floor of the Senate and 
considered establishing diplomatic re-
lations with Vietnam. There were some 
with fresh memories of all we had lost, 
over 40,000 American lives in Vietnam, 
who said we shouldn’t have a normal 
relationship with what is a repressive 
regime in a country we just concluded 
a war with. Others with cooler minds 
prevailed, and we established diplo-
matic relations and I think to the bet-
terment of both nations. 

Let us move forward, not forsaking 
our principles, not turning our back on 
our belief that the Cuban society 
should be more open, fair, and legiti-
mized by the voters at the polls but be-
lieving we can work with this country 
as we have with others around the 
world, even when we disagree with 
their form of government and their 
practices, to try to strive to reach that 
democratic ideal. 

f 

DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND 
SECURITY 

Mr. DURBIN. The last point I would 
like to make relates to a motion that 
was made this morning by the majority 
leader. It was related to the appropria-
tions bill for the Department of Home-
land Security. Why are we bringing up 
this appropriations bill at this mo-
ment? Because when we agreed last De-
cember to fund our government, the 
Republicans in the House insisted we 
carve out the Department of Homeland 
Security and not give it its regular 
budget, instead give it emergency 
spending, a continuing resolution. 

This is not the way to run any de-
partment of government, certainly not 
the Department of Homeland Security. 
Why is it important to fund this de-
partment? One need only look to what 
has happened in the last few days in 
Paris to understand that the threat of 
terrorism to the world is still very 
real. One of our first lines of defense 
when it comes to terrorism is our De-
partment of Homeland Security. There 
is no excuse for us to be dealing with 
this continuing resolution to fund this 
department. They should have the re-
sources they need to keep America 
safe, but instead what has happened is 
this: The House of Representatives last 
week said they will only agree to fund 
this department properly if they can 
provide certain riders and changes in 
the law as part of it. 

I would tell you that the change that 
has been proposed by the House of Rep-

resentatives is unacceptable. The 
President has said he is going to veto it 
if it is sent to his desk, and I totally 
support his position. 

Here is what they have come up with 
in the House of Representatives. If you 
are familiar with the DREAM Act, 
which I introduced in Congress 14 years 
ago, it says: If a young person is 
brought to the United States at an 
early age, parents making the decision 
to come to this country, and that 
young person grows up in the United 
States, finishes high school, no serious 
criminal problems, willing to go for-
ward to higher education or to the 
military, we will give them a chance of 
becoming legal in America. That is the 
DREAM Act. It has been considered 
and passed on the floor of the Senate, 
considered and passed on the floor of 
the House but never in the same ses-
sion, and so it is not the law of the 
land. 

President Obama, a little over 2 
years ago, came out with an Executive 
order program known as DACA. DACA 
said to these young people who would 
qualify under this law: If you will come 
forward and register with our govern-
ment, if you will pay the filing fee, if 
you will allow us to do the background 
check, we will allow you to stay, go to 
school, and work in America and not be 
deported. Six hundred thousand young 
people have come forward. We estimate 
there are some 2 million eligible, and 
600,000 have come forward. Thirty thou-
sand are from my State of Illinois. Who 
are these young people? 

Let me introduce you to one of them, 
Oscar Vazquez. Oscar Vazquez grew up 
in Phoenix, AZ. His mother and father 
brought him to that city from Mexico, 
and he was undocumented. He attended 
Carl Hayden High School in Phoenix. 
He was a member of the Junior ROTC. 
His goal was to serve in the U.S. Army. 

When he went to the recruiter to sign 
up, the recruiter said: I need your birth 
certificate. 

Oscar said: Come on. We are fighting 
a war. Can’t you look the other way 
and just let me join? 

He said: No, young man. You don’t 
have the proper documents. You can’t 
enlist in the U.S. Army. 

He was despondent because that was 
his goal. He went home and got en-
gaged in another project which is the 
subject of a new movie called ‘‘Spare 
Parts,’’ which George Lopez produced, 
directed, and starred in, which I saw 
last week. I will not give away the 
whole story, but I can tell you this: 
Oscar Vazquez and three other students 
at Carl Hayden High School entered 
into an underwater robotics competi-
tion. They competed with colleges such 
as MIT and they won. Their high 
school team won the underwater robot-
ics competition. 

The talented young man, Oscar, said: 
I am going to Arizona State Univer-
sity. Without any government assist-
ance, he graduated with a degree in 
mechanical engineering. After he got 
his degree and a wife and a baby, he 
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